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The stakes are high
A dam Farrar
R e c e n t ly  in  S y d n e y ,  the  Com m unist Party took  steps to fill what it perceived as an 
urgent theoretical gap on the left today 
by providing a series o f  lectures and 
discussions on the econom y. As it 
turned out, the snag was that no 
speakers were available. They had 
already been booked for a swag of 
sim ilar series. Suddenly, the volume of 
the left's econom ic voice has been 
turned up; and if  it ’s not disturbing the 
neighbours yet, it's pretty noticeable in 
our ow n quarters.
U nquest ionab ly ,  this is as it 
shou ld  be. But the  accompanying 
r e l a t i v e  i n a t t e n t i o n  t o  the 
t ransfo rm at ion  o f  the  politics o f  the 
co m m u n ity  sector a n d  w hat,  over the 
past five years, has becomc known as 
the  crisis o f  the  welfare state, is almost 
inexplicable. 1 th ink  it tells us 
s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  r e c e n t  
renaissance, the  regrouping ,  o f  the left. 
A t its worst,  it m ay  tell us tha t,  for alt 
its new energy a n d  (in som e ways) 
sophis tica tion ,  the left has  failed to  sec 
w here  the  f ron t  line is; has  failed to  see 
w hat no t very long ago  seemed 
blindingly clear to  m any  o f  us, tha t the 
changes which have  taken  p lace  in the 
co m m u n ity  and  welfare “sec to r” are 
p ro found  an d  p ro found ly  radical.
O n this view, the recent changes 
in  the welfare sta te  had begun to 
change  beyond recognition  w hat once 
m ight have merely been a “temporary 
se t t lem en t” between labou r  and 
capita l.  P erhaps  we all recognise at 
som e level tha t  tha t  temporary 
se ttlem ent is cu rren tly  under  attack in 
just the  sam e way as the  arbitration
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system, econom ic  regulation  and  
organised la b o u r  is u n d e r  a t tack .  
T here  is a  battle  on  over the welfare 
state. But here i t ’s a w hole social vision 
which is u n d e r  a t tack ;  and ,  sadly, tha t 
m akes it ra the r  d ifferent f ro m  w h a t ’s 
a t  s take in the  bat t le  over la b o u r  and  
financial deregulation .
W h a t  t really w an t to  ta lk  a b o u t  
are som e of  the  substan tive  p rob lem s 
o f  the battle  fo r  the welfare state. But 
first,  it is im p o r ta n t  to  fly som e 
w a r n i n g  f la g s  a b o u t  t h e  n ew  
a r t icu la tion  of  the  left a l ternat ive .  It 
may even give us a few fu rthe r  
glimpses in to  the  cu r ren t  period o f  
crisis; and  tha t ,  too ,  is a  topic w hich  we 
in A ustra l ia  have n o t  faced h ead  on, 
a l though  we have had  br ief  skirmishes 
with som e o f  its raid ing parties.
S o  w hat is to  be m ade  o f  the  way 
the left is dea ling  with the welfare s tate 
and c o m m u n ity  politics? S o  far,  I 
d o n ’t th ink  th e re ’s m uch  sign th a t  the 
m ains tream  left — an d  th a t ’s w h a t ’s 
regrouping  a ro u n d  the b a n n e r  o f  the  
broad  left — has g o t  a clue. O f  course , 
this is not true  o f  the  left th a t  has  been 
involved for  years in the  polit icisation 
of  c o m m u n ity  issues — young  
people, child care,  refuges, A borig inal 
struggles, e thn ic  com m unities  —  and  
it’s no t true  o f  som e o f  those  active 
within the  L a b o r  Party.
But th a t ’s ju s t  the  po in t.  If 
anything 's  clear, i t ’s th a t  the  new 
“b road  left” is unclear  a b o u t  where 
these g roups  fit in; and  how  to  fit them  
in. Now it’s not, o r  a t  least it 's only  
superficially, the case tha t th is  is a  re- 
emergence o f  the  tendency  to  rank 
issues as " h a rd ” an d  “s o f t"  politics. 
The Broad Left C onference last 
Easter, which is the  reference po in t  for 
the rebuild ing o f  a  left a l ternative,  was 
notable fo r  th ree  assertions.
The  first was tha t  the success o f  
Aboriginal struggle is the touchstone  
of political ach ievem ents  in Austra lia .  
The second was tha t econom ic  
understanding, econom ic  strategics, 
and econom ic  cam pa igns  m ust be 
shaken d o w n  from  its van tage  po in t o f  
capital flows, balances o f  t r a d e  a n d  all 
the rest; and ,  instead, m ust be built up 
around  the real experiences o f  people. 
Significantly, this  w asn ’t a po in t ab o u t  
how to  rally people. It was the m uch  
m ore f u n d a m e n ta l  po in t tha t  if one 
does this ,  o n e ’s u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  w hat
the ec o n o m y  is will b ec hanged .  Lastly, 
it was agreed th a t  cam paigns  m ust 
unite  un ions  and  the  c o m m u n ity  - 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  o r g a n i s e d  
“c o m m u n ity  sec to r”. All o f  this 
genuinely underm ines  any  n o t ions  of 
hard  an d  soft polit ica l issues.
N ow , I d o n ’t fo r  a  second believe 
th a t  the pa r t ic ipan ts  underw en t any  
conversion.  M ost o f  these assertions 
rem a in  no  m ore  th a n  tha t .  It is, in fact, 
hard  to  know  what ac tion  the first o f  
the list dem ands .  O n the  last item, the  
aw kw ardness  and  limited success of 
the  cam paigns  which have been 
initiated so  fa r  between unions and 
co m m u n i ty  sector  show  tha t  a lot 
needs to  be learned. T h a t ’s go ing  to  
take qu ite  a separa te  step to  the  
genuine desire to  w o rk  toge ther  tha t 
does exist in places. So far,  n o b o d y  
know s how  th a t  separa te  step will be 
taken .
For all its new-found 
energy a n d ...so p h is t­
ication, the left has failed to 
see where the front line is.
Perhaps  m ore  th a n  th a t ,  the re  is a  
p rob lem  a b o u t  the narrow  way tha t 
the  basis fo r  un ity  is conceived. 
Genera lly ,  i t’s seen as a s tra tegy  to 
build a base of  c o m m u n ity  su p p o r t  in 
o rd e r  to  resist bo th  the  push  for  
privatisa t ion  o f  the  public sector  
which will certain ly  com e when the  
Liberals are in power; and  the cu rren t ,  
more d irectly  industria l ,  a t tacks  which 
are  par t  o f  l a b o r ’s recent cut-backs. 
N o o ne  can  d o u b t  the  need to  build an  
alliance to  fight possible privatisat ion; 
but this can  ccrta in ly  no t  be done  by 
invoking som e b lanket co m m itm en t  to 
the  public  sector. I t  d em ands  careful 
alliances a ro u n d  specific issues. T here  
a re  cases of  these, such as the  co­
o p e r a t i o n  b e t w e e n  u n i o n s  a n d  
consum ers  over  the  in troduc tion  of  the 
new S T R A T P L A N  co m p u te r  system 
in to  D S S  offices. But these grassroo ts  
p o in ts  o f  c o m m o n  interest a re  the  only 
soil in which real alliances can  grow.
A ny  c o m m o n  alliance between 
public scctor un ions  and  com m unity  
groups o v ercu t-b ack sg en era l ly  will be 
even m ore difficult. M any in the 
c o m m u n i t y  s e c t o r  a r e  d e e p l y
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suspicious th a t  they a re  simply being 
used to  bo ls ter  an  industria l  cam paign  
which, a t  b o t to m ,  is not a b o u t  them .
This  b r ings  me to  the general 
po in t a b o u t  the  n a r ro w  u nders tand ing  
o f  the connec t ion  between un ions  and  
the c o m m u n ity  sector. T h e  public 
sector  is not the  sam e as  the 
co m m u n i ty  sector  o r ,  indeed, the 
welfare state .
T o  m ake  the  familiar, but 
im p o r ta n t ,  point:  they  stand  on  
opposite  sides o f  the  counter .  This,  o f  
course ,  was the  im petus  for  the 
deve lopm en t o f  com m unity -based  
welfare o rgan isa tions ,  for  self-help 
g ro u p s  a n d  so  on.  W ith this 
deve lopm ent has been a slow, but very 
significant,  a t te m p t  to  pull d o w n  the 
coun te rs  —  to  b lur  the edges between 
client and  services deliverer. A nd  it’s 
from this point th a t  alliances between 
un ions  and  c o m m u n ity  have to  be 
built up.
W h a t ’s worse, the as su m p tio n  
tha t  the na tu ra l  a lliance is between the 
beneficiaries o f  the  welfare sta te  (the 
co m m u n ity )  and  the agents  o f  th a t  
s ta le  (the public  service, in par t icu lar  
public sector  unions)  reproduces  the 
na r ro w  and  d is to rted  view o f  the 
welfare s ta te  and  public  spending 
which is the basis o f  cu r ren t  r ightwing 
at tacks .  It is the  view th a t  limits 
“w elfare” to  a  safety net for those w ho 
c a n n o t  o r  will n o t  look afte r  
themselves.
It’s w orth  recognising th a t  this 
view ex tends  to  a reas  o f  the “ social 
w ag e” such as  hea lth ,  housing  and  
educa t ion  as  well as the  pensions and  
benefits. In educat ion ,  for  exam ple ,  a 
very sh a rp  line is d raw n  between 
t r a in in g /ed u c a t in g  those w ho  arc  not 
yet able to  take the ir  place in the  w ork 
force, a n d  educa t ion  as an  ongo ing  
process o f  life enrichm ent.  I t ’s clear 
tha t  this  no tion  of  “ab i l i ty” is 
cons truc ted  politically, as  different 
g roups  are  pushed in or  pulled ou t o f  
educat ion ;  bu t  it is all part o f  the view 
o f  welfare as provided for  special 
cases. As in all struggles for  political 
hegem ony, the  real struggle is over the 
co ns truc t ion  o f  w hat is no rm al and  
what is dev ian t.  In fact,  o f  course, 
“welfare” is em bedded  in all no rm al  
social functioning. It is no th ing  less 
th a n  the alloca tion  an d  reallocation, 
d is t r ibu t ion  and red is tribu tion  of
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social resources an d  p roduc ts  under 
s ta te  d irec tion  ra the r  th a n  purely 
ind iv idual o r  co rp o ra te  d irection. This 
cuts  r ight across  the  m o re  specific 
d iv is ion o f  social institu tions into 
p u b l i c  a n d  p r i v a t e .  T a x a t i o n  
reallocates between p r ivate  incomes, 
ju s t  as  m uch  as pensions, benefits o r  
services do.  Investm ent incentives, 
energy concessions and  so on,  a re  not 
m etapho r ica lly  bu t  literally co rp o ra te  
welfare. O f  course ,  i t’s in the  interests 
o f  the  r ight to  obscure  this point an d  to 
w h i t t l e  a w a y  a t  e a c h  a s p e c t  
i n d i v i d u a l l y  as  a s p e c ia l  ( a n d  
inevitably unjustifiable) case. It is not 
in the interest o f  the  left to  assist such 
n a r ro w in g  by a n  i l l - thought-out 
con c ep t io n  o f  the na tu ra l  alliances 
between un ions  and  the rest o f  the 
c o m m unity .
But this leads on  f rom  the  most 
s e r i o u s  r e s e r v a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  
co m m itm en ts  o f  the  Broad Left 
C onference .  It seems th a t  no  one has 
found  the  w ay to  b reak  ou t o f  the 
classical s te reotype o f  econom ic  
analysis.  H ow  does the  a l te rna t ive  left 
eco n o m ic  analysis do  a better  jo b  of  
t a l k i n g  a b o u t  p e o p l e ' s  l i v e d  
experience? 1 d o n ’t th ink  it does. And 
it do esn 't  because it, too ,  is caugh t in 
the  conservative  narrow ing  o f  the very 
n o t io n  o f  the  ec onom y , which 
separates  T he  E conom y from  w hat it 
delivers —  the incomes, the s tandard  
o f  living —  to  the  A u stra lian  people. It 
is on ly  this d ivis ion tha t a l low s the 
ab su rd  claim tha t an  eco n o m y  can 
on ly  be m a d e  hea lthy  if  s ta n d a rd s  of  
living decline. It is the kind of  
reification and  a l iena tion  which M arx  
tried so  hard  to  dispel.
Political ec o n o m y  does, o f  
course ,  co sn tan t ly  challenge the 
n a r ro w  cons truc t ion  o f  o r th o d o x  
e c o n o m i c s .  I t  c h a l l e n g e s  i t s  
co n s tru c t io n  as  a value neutra l science 
a b o u t  an  objective econom y, argu ing  
instead tha t  politics cons truc ts  the 
very m oaning  a n d  u n d ers tand ing  o f  its 
object,  and  is not merely a separab le  
dec is ion  a b o u t  goals. It insists tha t the 
dom es t ic  econom ies  m ust  a lw ays be 
ihe reference point fo r  ju d g m e n ts  
a b o u t  the im por tance  o f  in te rna tiona l  
t r a d e ,  a n d  f i n a n c i a l  f lo w s .  It 
insists tha t  p roductive  capac ity  and  
em p loym en t ,  not profits, a re  the 
b o t to m  line. Bui it on ly  barely
broaches  the dividing line between 
public  and  private. Even when the 
inverted re la t ionsh ip  between overseas 
f inance an d  t rad e  and  dom estic  
p ro d u c t io n  is stood back on  its feet, 
“d o m e s t ic” still m eans  the public 
world o f  p ro d u c t io n  and  d is t r ibu t ion  
with its prices and  wages struggles, it 
does not mean the world o f  private 
co n s u m p tio n  and  p roduc tion  — or, 
indeed, qual i ty  o f  life.
W hy is this im por tan t?  We arc  
now a t  least able  to  pay lip service to 
recognition  tha t  a vast a m o u n t  of  
p roduc tion  and  service is private and 
usually female. This is sufficient 
reason to  stress the point. But my 
reasons for m ak ing  it arc  th a t  it is in 
the private  sphere  tha t “s ta n d a rd s  of 
living” a re  measured in p eo p le ’s daily  
lives; an d  it is the private sphere  tha t  is 
the te rr i to ry  o f  the “welfare state".
T h e  deviance, the special case, 
which m a rk s  off  “welfare spend ing"  
(and  the “ social w age”) from  subsidies 
to  business, the  d is t r ibu t ion  o f  the 
wages system from the  red is tribu tion  
o f  incomes, is cons truc ted  a round  
precisely the  sam e notion o f  pub lic  and 
p r ivate  th a t  limits bo th  the  left’s and  
t h e  r i g h t ' s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  
econom ics.  (A nd while we know  w hat 
a  m is take it is to  let it s im ilarly  limit the 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  politics, the  left —  
unlike the r ight — seems at cons tan t  
risk o f  am nesia  on th ispo in t.)
No one can doubt the need 
to build an alliance to fight 
possible privatisation, but 
this can certainly not be 
done by invoking some 
blanket commitment to the 
public sector.
W h a t this m eans is tha t  left 
econom ic  analysis  must s ta r t  with a 
clear  u n d ers tand ing  o f  s ta n d a rd s  of 
living. In terestingly en ough ,  this 
discussion is no t  being carried  ou t by 
left econom ists .  It is being carried  ou t 
by the  welfare sec to r  w ho  are  w ork ing  
to  prov ide  a n economic unders tand ing  
o f  the  w hole package o f  wages, tax, 
benefits, unpaid  work provided by a 
so-called dependen t  spouse ,  the  cos t  o f  
c h i l d  r a i s i n g ,  t h e  p r i c e  o f
unem ploym en t and  ol train ing, of 
sickness ... an d  so on. This is an 
a t te m p t  to  break the  no tion  of 
rea lloca tion  (or,  if you  like, o f  equity 
o r  social justice) out o f  the narrow 
mould  o f  d is t r ibu t ion  from the well- 
endow ed  rich to  the un fo r tuna te  poor, 
o r  f rom  the successful to  the  casualty; 
and  to  recast it as  a m ethod  of 
overcom ing  the  massive d is to rt ions  in 
the system o f  incom e distribution 
which relies solely on  the m arke ting  of 
labour.
P e r h a p s  i t ’s a l s o  w o r t h  
acknow ledg ing  tha t this is not neutral 
with respect to  the overall social 
division o f  p ro d u c t io n  between 
la b o u r  and capital.  I t  does, o f  course, 
radically transfo rm  the traditional 
basis o f  this relation —  the wage 
la b o u r  rela tion . It is also worth 
po in t ing  o u t  th a t  this is ju s t  as  effective 
a n d  necessary in existing socialist 
societies, all o f  which base the 
prelim inary  a l loca tion  o f  resources on 
wages. A nd it is a lso  w orth  pointing 
o u t  th a t  A ustra l ia ,  with its greater 
em phasis  on  universalism in welfare 
benefits, has  been a world leader.
But the  m ain  po in t is tha t  it is only 
by s ta r t ing  with this  “welfare” 
a p p ro a c h  to  econom ic  understanding  
tha t  we can prov ide  an  economics 
which reaches to  where people live. 
This isn't ju s t  a theoretical po in t,  it’s 
also a polit ical observa tion .  The 
“welfare se c to r” — b road ly  conceived, 
and  a lready  politically alive as the 
"co m m u n i ty  se c to r” —  is precisely 
where the econom ic  strains a re  being 
experiences; and  being expressed in 
political action.
T h e re ’s a n o th e r  political point, 
too ,  which, as  I prom ised earlier, goes 
to  the  b ro ad e r  ques tion  o f  the 
co n te m p o ra ry  crisis. I d o n ’t m ean  here 
the “econom ic  crisis”. T here  is nothing 
new a b o u t  the specific economic 
prob lem s we face. T here  is certainly 
n o th in g  new a b o u t  the  issues over 
w h ic h  c a p i t a l  a n d  l a b o u r  are  
struggling.
R a the r ,  I m ean  the cu l tu ra l  crisis 
which has p roduced ,  a m o n g  other 
th ings, the “crisis o f  the left” and  “the 
New R igh t”, to  bo th  o f  which the 
a t tem p t  to  a r ticu la te  a  new b road  left 
a l te rna t ive  is a  response. T his  crisis is a 
crisis o f  political d iscourse —  an 
ability to  find a way to  talk abou t
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reality which is felt to  engage the 
fundam enta l  issues a t  stake.
T here  is an  economic crisis in this 
sense: b u t  fo r  ju s t  this reason it’s not 
what is p ro m o te d  as  the econom ic  
crisis. T h e  real crisis is the inability of 
t rad itional econom ic  d iscourse  to  
come to term s with the w ay  th a t  the 
genuinely new feature o f  cap ita l ism  —  
the new flows of  f inance cap ita l — are  
subverting  co m m o n se n sc  econom ic  
m e a n in g s .  T h e  m y s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  
s tandards  o f  living and  incom es which 
is m arch ing  hand  in hand  with 
growing confus ion  and  an g e r  a b o u t  
these a reas ,  is p ro b ab ly  also  a “crisis” 
in this  sense. It's certain ly  influenced 
by the sam e changes in capital.
But, back to  the  political p o in t  i 
p romised above ; which is tha t  the  
aw kw ardness  of  the present a t t i tu d e  to 
the “co m m u n ity  sector" ,can on ly  be 
seen as  a n  am bivalence  to  the  political 
and cultural t r a n s fo rm a t io n  which we 
have ju s t  lived th ro u g h  f rom  the  late 
'60s t o  t h e  e a r l y  ’8 0 s .  “ T h e  
c o m m u n ity ’’, even m ore  th a n  “the 
personal", was the politica l agen t  o f  
that t ran s fo rm a t io n .  C o m m u n ity  
t e n a n c y ,  c o m m u n i t y  h e a l t h ,  
com m unity  child care, w o m en ’s 
refuges a n d  env ironm enta l  impact 
studies ... th e y ’re all the concrete  
manifestations o f  the  era  o f  the social 
movement. In an  im p o r ta n t  sense, the 
assum ptions o f  the  welfare sta te  were 
their vehicle, and  they becam e its 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ;  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  
t r a n s f o r m e d ,  e x p a n d e d  a n d  
dem ocratised it in the  sam e way tha t  
th e y  t r a n s f o r m e d  le f t  p o l i t i c a l  
structures. It w ou ld  seem, therefore,  
that they o u g h t  to  be the first and  m ost 
familiar resource o f  the  new b road  left; 
why on ea r th  a r e n ’t they?
Certain ly , par t  o f  the answ er  is 
that m uch  of  the  new left regroup ing  is 
weighted tow ards  a n  o lde r  set o f  left 
concerns, thin ly  coa tcd  with a film of 
Experience gathered by the ir  passage 
through the last couple o f  decades. 
This has been helped by the 
governm ent’s cons truc t ion  of  an  
economic crisis which, it is argued , no 
longer leaves room  for the previous 
expansive social changes. This has 
allowed the  left to  re tu rn  to  refocus 
also on “th e e c o n o m y "  — all t h a t ’s new 
is a new sophis tica tion  of  the  econom ic 
discourse itself.
But a deeper  p a r t  o f  the  reason 
has to  d o  w ith  the  n a tu re  o f  the 
cu l tu ra l  crisis m en tioned  above. 
Recently, the A B C  put to  a i r  a 
d iscussion between British socialist 
and  sociologist, S tu ar t  Hall, and 
I tal ian  cu l tu ral  scholar ,  U m ber to  Eco, 
on  precisely this topic. O ne o f  the m ost 
im p o r ta n t  obse rva tions  to  com e o u t of 
this d iscussion was the suggestion that 
this cu l tu ra l  crisis can be seen as 
beg inning  in the  t ran sfo rm a t io n s  
typified by the  eventsof  1968.
This ferm en t was an  overw helm ­
ing recognition  tha t  the previous 
cu l tu ra l ,  and  particularly  political, 
d iscourse  could  not deal with w hat we 
m ight as well call m odern i ty .  My 
ten ta tive  charac ter isa t ion  of  th is  is 
certa in  to  be in adequa te  even allow ing 
for  the  foo lhard iness  of  try ing  to 
cap tu re  it in a sentence. But, then 
aga in ,  so is everyone clse’s, which 
is precisely the problem . M odern ity  is 
the  tam ing , the dom estica tion ,  o f  the 
idea of  change.
C hange  becam e a t  once the  ruling 
passion of  the epoch  — a dizzying 
ferris wheel f rom  which you  could 
never regain y ou r  bearings — and  a! 
the sam e time it was s tr ipped o f  radical 
meaning. C hange  lost its ability lo 
m ean  transfo rm at ion ,  A nd this was as 
true o f  the  existing  political d iscourses 
as it was o f t h c t o r i ’en t  o fcom m odit ie s .
But, in the  process which cu lm ina ted  
in 1968, this recognition  was full o f  the 
confidence tha t the d iscourse cou ld  be 
transfo rm ed .  It was full of  w hat S tuar t  
Hall called a  positive vision. W h a t  we 
face now  is the o th e r  side of  th a t  coin
— the second stage of  the process.
T his  has also two parts .  O n the 
one hand , there is the  sense th a t  
a l though  the possibility o f  radical 
t r an s fo rm a t io n  was renewed by an 
e n o rm o u s  multip lication  of the  sites in 
which radical change  could  occur ,  no  
one of  these sites seemed to  b reak  
th ro u g h  the b a rr ie r  o f  the tru ly  
rad ical; .and  all a ro u n d  the cacophony  
o f  o ther  charges w ore  aw ay o u r  nerves 
and  we began  to  d em an d  som e quiet,  
even if only th ro u g h  inertia. This was 
lived out as the experience of 
c o m p r o m i s e ,  c o - o p t i o n  a n d  
disillusion. O n the o th e r  h an d ,  there is 
the co rrespond ing  dem an d  of  the  new 
conserva tism  to  cut th ro u g h  the  
tangled  weeds o f  social exper im ent 
and to  let the old channels  flow again 
unchoked .
In the face of  this failure of 
confidence, we d o n ’t seem to  see ju s t  
how  radical the  change  was in the 
latest version of the  tired old deba te  
a b o u t  reform  vs revolution, the phrase 
“radical r e fo rm ” seems to  have 
becom e p o p u la r  in som e circles. This  is 
ra the r  sad because it is always prefixed
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with the w ord  “ju s t" ;  an d  yet to  reform 
radically  som e aspect o f  society is ju s t  
w hat we d em an d  o f  social change. 
After all, no  change,  even the 
revo lu t ionary  cap tu re  of  the  s tate ,  is 
m ore  th a n  this. T here  is no  change tha t 
will b r ing  a b o u t  the  progressive 
tra n s fo rm a t io n  o f  most o f  society in its 
ow n  right.  But if change is radical — if 
it reaches to  the ro o t  — then  it may 
eventua lly  change  the social econom y.
This  is certain ly  w hat happened  
when , th ro u g h o u t  the ’seventies, so 
m any  diverse sections of  society began 
to  bend the welfare state to meet newly 
d i s c o v e r e d  n e e d s  w h i c h  w e re  
cons truc ted  a r o u n d  the no t ion  of 
c o m m u n i t y .  G i v e n  t h i s ,  i t  is 
par t icu la rly  d is tu rb ing  th a t  as  the  left 
once aga in  begins to  a r ticu la te  an 
a l te rna t ive  left strategy, it d o e s n ’t 
focus m uch  m ore s trongly  on the 
c o m m u n i ty  sector  and  the welfare 
state. It is even m ore  d isappo in ting  
th a t  we have n o t  seemed interested in 
tak ing  up  the  w ork on incomes, 
tax a t io n  and  welfare transfers being 
done  by econom is ts  and  geographers  
w ork ing  in the welfare sector,  which 
could  prov ide  us with a m uch  m ore 
politically powerful view of  the 
econom y.
P a r t  o f  the  ex p lan a t io n  m ay lie in 
the  assau lt  o n  the welfare system 
which has a lready  m ade  en o rm ous  
changes in the way we th ink  a b o u t  
“w elfare” and  has a lready  seriously 
undercu t  the radical potentia l o f  the 
system. Peter D av idson  has show n in 
the last issue o f  A LR  how  the A L P  has 
begin to  d ism antle  the universalis! 
underp inn ing  of  o u r  welfare state. The 
effect is to  re in troduce  divisions 
between taxpaye rs  and  beneficiaries 
and  m a k e  red is tr ibu tion  a m a tte r  of 
charily . And o f  course  it m eans tha t 
welfare activists a re  caugh t in a losing 
battle , dash ing  to defend one area  of 
pover ty  af te r  a n o th e r  and  eventually  
being asked to  provide rankings o f  
need. The details  o f  this change were 
ab ly  outlined in D av idson 's  article.
W ha t  I w an t to  cons ider  briefly is 
the  way this change in percep tion  has 
been organised.  It seems to  me to  be a 
very successful process of  changing  
o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  on  three fronts. 
The  first is the view th a t  we have 
reached, o r  a re  a b o u t  to  rcach. a limit 
to w hat we can socially afford . T he
second is a very s trong  push to 
r e i n t r o d u c e  th e  c o n c e p t i o n s  o f  
dependence  trad i t ional ly  associated 
with the family. The th ird  is a 
fu n d am e n ta l  t r an s fo rm a t io n  of  the 
no tions  o f  equity. All three bounce  off 
one an o th er .  All three being contested  
in specific places. But p u t  toge ther  
they are  chang ing  the com m onsense  
unders tand ing .
It seems that no one has 
found the way to break out 
of the classical stereotype 
of economic analysis.
The first p o in t  is bo th  the easiest 
and  the  hardes t  to  refute it. I t ’s hard  
because, a t  on  level, it is necessarily 
true. The level o f  social p roduc tion  as 
a whole sets limits o n  w hat can  be 
d is tr ibu ted  to  satisfy social needs. 
M ore  an d  m o re  social needs have been 
“ d i s c o v e r e d ” . D e m o g r a p h i c ,  
technological and  social changes  are  
also p roduc ing  new dem ands .  The 
g row ing  ou tf low  in interest,  deb t  
repaym ents  and repa tria ted  profits ,  on 
the o th e r  han d ,  is reducing  the 
p ro p o r t io n  of  na t ional  p ro d u c t  
available. It would seem tha t  there 
msut be a limit to  this process. T ha t ,  at 
least, is the public  perception.
In fact, gross dom estic  p roduct 
per  cap ita  has con tinued  to  increase. 
S o  fa r  (as even O E C D  stud ies  have 
show n) it is quite  able to  keep pace 
w i th  th e  g r o w i n g  n e e d s  b e in g  
expressed .  W h a t  has changed  is the 
polit ical will. M ore im p o r ta n t ,  the  new 
needs a re  n o t  in one sense, new a t  all. 
W h a t  is new is the ir  expression  as 
social needs; and  so w ha t  they  require 
is som e very radical res truc tu ring  of  
how  incom e is al located . Child care is 
a clear exam ple  since its b o t to m  line is 
a rea lignm ent o f  access to  the income 
d is tr ibu ted  th ro u g h  paid work.
But perhaps a  b e t te r  exam ple  is 
child-re lated  paym entss ,  because this 
in troduces  a new no tion  o f  equity  — 
w hat  the  cu rren t  Social Security 
Review calls ho r izon ta l  equ i ty  — 
which d e m a n d s  tha t  income con t inue  
to  be d is t r ibu ted  when people are  
periodically  outs ide the  system o f  
wage d is t r ibu t ion .  T his  is a m uch  m ore 
radical no t ion  o f  red is tr ibu tion ;  and  
the  a rg u m e n ts  o f  those w ho rightly
point out tha t  the  limits to  how much 
we can “m ake the  rich pay"  are far  too 
low to  overcom e o u r  economic 
cons tra in ts ,  are beside the point. 
( T h e i r  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  w h a t  is 
“ realistic” is n o t  beside the  point,  but 
tha t  is a n o th e r  a rgum ent.)
However, it is o ften  po in ted  out 
t h a t  s o m e  m a j o r  c h a n g e s  in 
dem ograph ic  and  social balances are 
tak ing  place. T here  is the change in the 
balance  between those o f  w ork ing  age 
and  those (par t icu lar ly  the aged) of 
non-w ork ing  age. T here  is the 
con tinu ing  decline in the p roportion  of 
the  p o p u la t io n  which is required to 
p ro d u ce  the soc ie ty’s consumption 
needs. T here  is a lso  the change in the 
p ro p o r t io n  o f  children being reared in 
a  tw o -p a ren t  family —  particularly 
one which includes a w ork ing  male.
T hese  have p roduced  increased 
requ irem ents  in te rm s o f  pensions, 
u n e m p l o y m e n t  b e n e f i t s  a n d  
su p p o r t in g  paren ts  benefits. It is vital 
to  sec th a t  these d o  no t involve any  net 
increase in the  a l loca tion  of  social 
p ro d u c t io n  to  meet these needs. But 
w h a t  it does  do  (and  this is placing 
e n o rm o u s  strains on the no tion  of 
equity) is stretch  to  b reak ing  p o in t  the 
nexus which has existed between 
s o c i a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  a n d  d i r e c t  
p roduction .  As long  as we cling to  the 
view tha t  workers 'm o n ey  is being used 
to  pay  for,  say, aged  pensions, there 
will be g row ing  pressure for  self­
fund ing  th ro u g h  a fo rm  o f  social 
insurance such as exists  in E u rope  and 
the  US. This, o f  course , reproduces all 
the inequities o f  the  la b o u r  market. 
But we should  a lso  be aw are  th a t  some 
o f  these changes d o  involve increased 
costs in social investment. The 
increased p ro p o r t io n  o f  aged in the 
c o m m u n i ty  places new d em an d s  on 
health  care. The h istoric e ro s ion  of  the 
you th  jo b  m a rk e t  has  increased 
pressure  fo r  these young  people to  be 
p rovided  with massive increases in 
ed u c a t io n  o r  train ing.
Recognising this not only means 
honestly  acknow ledg ing  a problem. It 
also m eans  recognising a danger. We 
are  at a  po in t  where the  balnce of 
public  spending  could  well tip; so that 
the bu lk  o f  it becomes public 
inves tm ent in  social infrastructure 
while the  rea lloca tion  o f  income is 
privatised —  th a t  is, becom es nothing
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more than  a secondary  red is tribu tion  
of  incom e w hose  p r im ary  a l loca tion  is 
the wage system. This is n o t  on ly  
equitable, it is a lso  the  p o in t  a t  which 
we tu rn  o u r  back  on the possibility o f  
truly radical change.
T h e  second a re a  of  challenge is 
a lready well u n d e r  way. Because it is 
Labor, not the Festival o f  Light,  th a t  is 
do ing  it, we seem rem arkab ly  
unexcited by the  huge push  to  restore 
the concept o f  family dependence.  T he  
existence of  ju n io r  u n em ploym en t  
benefits and  incredibly low educat ion  
al lowances such as T E A S  have always 
been an  expression  of  this. But the 
creation  o f  a new in te rm edia te  level of 
suppo r t  fo r  16 and  17 year  olds on  the 
dole o r  in educa t ion  w as a m ajo r  
ex tension o f  it. The co n s tan t  pressures 
for te rt iary  fees which m eans-test,  not 
the s tudent,  but the  paren ts  will m ake 
it even m ore  pervasive. All o f  this has 
been argued  fo r  on  the  g ro u n d s  o f  
equity.
But the  m ost  difficult area  is the 
d ram a tic  change  to  m ain tenance  
currently  u n d e r  way. Again, what is 
happen ing  is the p lay ing  off  o f  one 
no tion o f  equ i ty  aga inst an o th er .  No 
one shou ld  be unaw are  o f  the increase 
of child poverty. S o m e  o f  this is 
because the  trad i t ional  child paym ent, 
what is now  the family al lowance,  has 
been washed aw ay  by non-indexa tion .
This crisis is a crisis of 
political discourse — an 
inability to find a way to 
talk about reality which is 
felt to engage with the 
fundamental issues at 
stake.__________________
Most o f  it, however, comes from  the 
huge social change which has seen a 
vast increase in d ivorce and  single 
p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s .  T h e  le v e l  o f  
supporting  paren ts  benefits, like all 
social security paym ents ,  is below the 
poverty line and  hedged ab o u t  with 
poverty traps.  M ain tenance  paym ents 
have been som eth ing  of a joke.
This is a case for jus t  the kind of 
income restruc turing  I have just talked 
about.  Equity  dem ands  that children 
should be supported  by those who 
d on 't  have ac tua l  cus tody  o f  them  just
as m uch  as by those w ho  do. But how 
is this to be in terpreted? In w hat is 
easily the most substan tia l  social 
s e c u r i ty  r e f o r m  f o r  y e a r s ,  th e  
m ain tenance scheme which is to be 
b rough t in next year says th a t  it is the 
income o f  the non-custodial parent — 
in effect, the fa the r  — which m ust be 
redistributed, rep roducing  in its 
entirely all the d isto rtions of, n o t  ju s t  
the wage system, bu t the  patria rcha l 
wage system. Even across the bounds  
o f  s e p a r a t i o n , t h e  e c o n o m i c  
dependency  o f  the nuclear family has 
been resurrected.
Even worse, the m aintenance 
review is currently  a rgu ing  strongly  for 
the mother's own income, the 
suppor t ing  paren t benefit which she is 
paid because paren ting  places her 
tem porarily  ou ts ide  the workforce , to 
b e  m a d e  c o n d i t i o n a l  o n  h e r  
identification o f  her  ch ild ’s fa the r  — in 
som e cases, such as  rape or  artificial 
insem ination , creating  a social link 
which never existed. For  socialists, 
these developm ents  should  be in the 
forefron t o f  o u r  activities; because for 
us the notion o f  dependence is much 
closer even th a n  “equ i ty” to our  
central concern  with hu m an  freedom.
A n d  f i n a l l y ,  t h e r e  is t h e  
reconstruction  o f  the no tion  of 
“equ i ty "  itself. In one sense, the 
r e p l a c e m e n t  o f  th e  n o t i o n  o f  
universalism with a needs-based 
model is basic to  this with all the 
political p roblem s. D avidson  and 
m any  others  have identified. But this, 
in itself, is no t a no tion  of equity  a t  all. 
It m ay  be hum ane ,  even Christ ian , to  
com fo r t  the p o o r  and needy; but 
equity, o f  course,  is a b o u t  the 
fundam enta l  changes which will 
provide equal access fo r  all to  the 
goods o f  society.
We have seen the beginning of a 
slide in meanings. T oday ,  equity  is 
com ing  to m ean  tw o  things, at least in 
political circles. The first is an  
inversion o f  the no tion  of  need, it is the 
principle tha t  if you d o n ' t  genuinely 
need som eth ing  you b loody  well 
shou ldn 't  expect to get it. At the one 
end o f  this gut-level appeal is the 
silver-tail w ho collects a pension they 
d o n ’t need. Surely that isn’t equitable 
or jus t?
At the o the r  end we have the “dole 
b ludger"  who ‘Collects tax p ay e rs ’
m oney  which they d o n ' t  deserve o r  for 
which they arc  no t eligible. Once 
again , there is the  iron  law of  justice. 
As F inance M inister  P e te r  Walsh 
w rote in response to  a recent article of 
mine in Australian Society, “Social 
justice ,  like any o ther  fo rm  o f  just ice is 
indivisible, we canno t say we are 
against fraud  in one area  o f  society, 
bu t  tu rn  a blind eye to  it in o thers  ... a 
p roperly  policed and  adm inistered  
welfare benefit paym ent system (is an  
essential prerequisie of) a just and 
e q u i t a b l e  s y s t e m  o f  i n c o m e  
d is t r ib u t io n ”.
It may be humane, even 
Christian, to comfort the 
poor and needy; but equity, 
o f course, is about 
fundamental changes...
Is this no tion  o f  “just ice"  we 
imagined when we first talked of 
equity? Equity  has become a m atte r  of 
policing legitimate need. It has totally 
lost sight o f  any  a t tem p t  to  produce 
new, jus t ,  principles o f  d is tr ibu tion  of 
incomes. Even the rich “need” retire­
m ent income. Certainly, they d on 't  
need charity  — but w ho  does? There 
are  so m a n y  better  ways o f  meeting the 
income than  the inevitably clumsy 
a t tem p t to  judge  genuine need. And 
this is the second no tion  o f  equity  we 
have been lumbered with. It's a notion  
of  “social ac coun t ing” , of  work ing  out 
no t what needs dem and  to  be satisfied 
(“ to each accord ing  to  the ir  need ’’), but 
h ow  to  quantify needs, to  rank  them , 
and  to  balance them. These notions 
aren 't  ju s t  the d om ain  o f  the right. 
They  have, for exam ple , found  their 
way into the left’s Social Justice 
Strategies.
It's time the left becam e involved 
in this contest .  It is a fundam enta l  part 
of  a struggle for socialism, ami unless 
we re-enter the contest over the 
p o pu la r  unders tand ing  o f  its key 
terms, its prospects  are  very dim.
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